The State Belt Railroad 
and the Dolphin Club 


Dolphins and the Freedom Train 
Aquatic Park, December 13, 1975 


Back Row L to R: Herman Zahler, Dennis Bennet, James Vanya, Mickey Lavelle, Steve Wolf, 
Forrest Fulton, Tom Dougherty, Bill O’Brien, Allie Bogart, Mike McElligott 
Front Row L to R: Al Casciato, Bill Walden, Mickey Griffin, Joe Giacomini, Tom Gould, 
Lou Marcelli, Bert Arias, Lawton Hughes, Pete Sturiale 


About Those Tracks 


Richard Cooper 


Do you know the story, the story of the railroad 
tracks on Jefferson Street in front of the Dolphin 
Club? It is about the State Belt Railroad interwoven 
with the story of our club. 


In 1889 the State of California Harbor Commission 
approved construction of a railroad switching line to 
move freight cars to and from the waterfront piers and 
warehouses within the city of San Francisco. It became 
operational two years later. Tracks initially ran along the 
waterfront from Pier 46 to Hyde Street. Eventually, sixty- 
seven miles of rails serviced all the piers and many 
businesses on side streets branching from the main route 
along the Embarcadero. 


In 1896 the Dolphin Club moved into a new 
boathouse on the western side of Black Point Cove 
(now Aquatic Park). A dozen years later the South 
End and Ariel Clubs became neighbors. 


The three rowing clubs enjoyed the quiet and 
sheltered location with unobstructed views until 
1913. Then the railroad was extended west from 
Hyde Street on a trestle across the cove and over the 
clubs’ piers to a new tunnel under Fort Mason. The 
extension was needed to build the 1915 Panama 
Pacific International Exposition to be 
held in the Marina District. 


Imagine views being spoiled and trying 
to hold regattas or enjoy social events 
with trains thundering by belching 
smoke and soot. 


By 1921 most of the rail trestle had 
been dismantled and tracks relocated 
on the southern border of Aquatic Park. 

, However, a short section remained 
over our piers until 1927 when the boathouses were 
moved to the beach area between Polk and Larkin 
Streets. Ten years later they would be moved again 
to their current locations. 


Engine No. 9 joined the line in 1920. It’s shown here 
by the Ferry Building in the 1930’s. 


From 1941 to 1945 the State Belt Railroad and Fort 
Mason piers were extremely important in supplying 
the WWII war effort in the Pacific. In addition to 
military cargo the railroad moved over 600 troop and 
500 hospital trains. 


Tanks at Fort mason waiting for shipment to the 
Pacific during WWI. 


During the Korean War the system became active 
again. Dolphin Club old timers still remember 
trains loaded with heavy equipment rumbling past 
the club on Jefferson Street. 


Trains and box cars on sidings in 1934 along the 
Embarcadero by Piers 31 and 29. 


Diesel electric locomotives replaced the last 
remining steam engines in 1945, but ocean shipping 
began transitioning to containers in the 1950’s. The 
San Francisco piers, designed for cargo to be 
offloaded to railcars, became obsolete as well as the 
rail system that serviced them. The system continued 
to operate but at a diminishing capacity. 


The photo below shows a train in Aquatic Park in 
1956. In the background is the controversial 
riverboat, the Fort Sutter, which was set on fire in 
1959 by rowing club members, supposedly. 


The Military deactivated the Fort Mason piers for 
shipping in 1966, and in 1968 the State of California 
took the railroad out of service. The city then 
purchased the Port from the state, and the rail system 
was renamed the San Francisco Belt Railroad. 


The railroad’s demise was hastened by the 
establishment of GGNRA in 1972 and finally by the 
Loma Prieta Earthquake in 1989. By 1993 the Belt 
Line was out of business. The Embarcadero was 
remade into a modern open boulevard and the 
surrounding streets converted from industrial to 
office and residential areas. Rail siding yards along 
the Embarcadero became parking lots. At its peak 
the railroad had delivered goods to and from nearly 
200 industrial plants and warehouses. 


A last bit of fame came back in 1975. To celebrate 
the nation’s bicentennial the American Freedom 
Train toured the country and stopped in San 
Francisco. It was a rolling museum of the nation’s 
historic artifacts and was parked for display in 
Aquatic Park and along the Marina Green. 


By 2018 essentially all rail tracks had been removed 
or paved over along the Marina Green, Fishermen’s 
Wharf, and the promenade in front of the Aquatic 
Park Maritime Museum and bleachers. 


Only the tracks by the Dolphin Club and a few 
others survive, for now, to help us recall the story. 


